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Skipp 1
Introduction
The Costa Rican cattle industry at first glance appears incompatible with environmental
sustainability. To host such an industry, pasture lands are necessary, deforestation results from
lands being cleared for pasture, and tropical soils degrade quickly under intensive grazing.
Furthermore, the tropics are not efficient for many types of cattle in terms of disease resistance
and diet. By greatly expanding in the 1960s to meet foreign demand, the cattle industry
contributed to an environmental disaster. In 1987, it was estimated that Costa Rica had lost 32%
of its forested area primarily due to cattle ranching. 1 A few years later in 1992 approximately 5%
of the country's total land area was "abandoned cattle pasture."2 Considering the damage the
industry dealt to the environment of the country and the country's more recent commitment to
environmental sustainability, the fact that the cattle industry has continued, though on a smaller
scale, appears contradictory. That is the idea that sparked this research and this ·thesis seeks to
explore it through the following research questions:
1. What were specific elements of the transition from a local growth and consumption
model to that of export driven?
2. What was the extent of environmental damage in the cattle boom?
3. When did the government begin attempting to reconcile cattle and the environment?
4. How have sustainability efforts affected the beef industry?
5. How successful has the government been in this process?

George Ledec, "New Directions for Livestock Policy: an Environmental Perspective," in Development or
Destruction: The Conversion o/Tropical Forest to Pasture in Latin America, ed. Theodore E. Downing et al.
(Oxford: Westview Press, 1992), 30.
2
David Rains Wallace, The Quetzal & the Macaw: The Sto,y o/Costa Rica's National Parks (San Francisco: Sierra
Club Books, 1992), 199.
1
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The first research question is designed to understand the transition from local
consumption of beef to mass exportation beginning in the 1960s. This is important for two
reasons. One reason is that it provides evidence for the cattle ranching tradition in Costa Rica,
which has explanatory power for its longevity. Secondly, the transition demonstrates how the
environment was affected by not only mass clearing for pasture, but also by road building. The
second question sheds light on why the cattle industry became a problem for the environment
and the severity of the issue. The last three questions inquire about governmental involvement
since Costa Rica has regulated the
that
.
. environment heavily. It would be logical that the industry
has caused significant degradation be part of those regulations.
In order to determine if Costa Rica had done so, it was necessary to consider the laws and
decrees passed that potentially affect the cattle industry. This information is available through
several different Costa Rican government web sites, such as the Ministry of Agriculture and
Livestock (www.mag.go.cr) and the Legislative Assembly (www.asamblea.go.cr). These
websites are equipped with virtual libraries where laws, decrees, reports, academic studies, and
more can be found. The laws were especially helpful because they were often revised to reflect
the strengthening of the environmental ethic.
A questionnaire was also created and distributed to three Costa Rican cattle farmers in the
San Jose area. A copy of the questions and answers can be found in Appendix 1. The purpose of
the questionnaire was to assess whether cattle farmers feel they are affected by environmental
legislation and whether they are conscious about the environment. The answers were another
indicator to the extent to which Costa Rica has regulated cattle ranching. The limitations of the
questionnaire were the sample size, their geographic representation, and their types of cattle
operations. For example, large landholders in Guanacaste may have produced different results.
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The Costa Rican newspaper La Nacion provided useful insight into perceptions of the
cattle industry. These were mostly useful for the period of the agroexport boom from the 1950s
to the late 1970s. In the early 1980s, useful articles mostly discussed politics. The limitation of

La Nacion is that it is overwhelmingly conservative. This is a typical characteristic of Costa
Rican newspapers, but it is more overt in La Nacion. Another limitation is that the archives
available through their website only cover 1946-1991, and at times full coverage is not available.
Recent secondary literature on the subject of the Costa Rican cattle industry primarily
discusses the environmental degradation associated with it. Contributions have been made in this
respect by Marc Edelman, George Ledec, Robert Williams, and David Kaimowitz. Sterling
Evans discusses the cattle industry briefly in his book The Green Republic: A Conservation

History of Costa Rica. This work is invaluable in tracing the development of an environmental
ethic through the emergence of an environmental consciousness in/about Costa Rica, the extent
of environmental damage done to the country as a result of agroexports, the birth of the National
Parks, and administrative support for and the adoption of a sustainable economic model. The
interview conducted by Andrew Reding with Jose Figueres, Daniel Oduber, Rodrigo Carazo, and
Javier Solis are enlightening to the thought processes of especially Figueres, Oduber, and Carazo
during the economic crisis. That was a crucial time in Costa Rican history when it was realized
that the country was at a crossroads. It could no longer continue on the path of agroexport
growth, but it had not yet developed the economy around the environment. Earlier literature from
Henry F. Becker and Vernon Arthur Smith was useful in giving background on the industry,
such as cattle breeds, the layout of farms, and an idea of the industry before the exportation
emphasis. Smith's dissertation titled "Beef Cattle Production and Marketing in Guanacaste,
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Costa Rica" was particularly helpful in mapping the regional commodity chain and the changes
that occurred due to mass exportation.
The numerous scientific studies that have been conducted about deforestation, intensive
cattle grazing, agrochemical use, and their effects are excellent tools for environmental
historians. It is essential to quantitatively assess the degradation that humans cause the natural
world so that we may prevent and lessen it as exactly as possible. They are also useful in
understanding the scale of the damage. Studies used concerning deforestation were conducted by
Anja Nygren, Luis Rosero-Bixby, and Alberto Palloni. A study by Margaret Stem et al. titled
"Changes in Composition and Structure of a Tropical Dry Forest Following Intermittent Cattle
Grazing" was particularly relevant to this study, and it is an example of an effect of cattle grazing
that would be missed if not for an in-depth scientific analysis.
The first chapter of this work begins by providing an overview of the cattle industry as it
existed before the 1950s. The information is mainly based on the industry in Guanacaste, the
main cattle ranching region in the northwest of Costa Rica. In this section, the different players
involved in cattle raising and transporting are discussed which provides evidence for the
industry's expansion and transition from providing for local consumption to exportation. The
second section of chapter one discusses the rise of the agroexport model in Costa Rica and how
the cattle industry was integrated into it. It also includes information on the environmental
consequences of the agroexport model. The third section uses articles from La Nacion to
appraise interest in and public opinion about the cattle industry and exportation. The chapter
ends with a political conflict in 1971 between the leaders of the emergent National Parks and
then president of the Legislative Assembly and future Costa Rican president, Daniel Oduber.
Oduber, who was a Guanacastecan cattle rancher, represented the interests of one of his friends,
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another rancher. The friend of Oduber was illegally running cattle on Santa Rosa National Park,
and Oduber attempted a political move to change the administration of the park to an agency he
could more easily control. This would have allowed the rancher to use more of Santa Rosa for
cattle. In this incident is where conflict between the National Parks and cattle ranching is seen
most dramatically. It was the starting point from which the debate could have escalated, but did
not because of executive intervention and the subsequent economic crisis.
In the second chapter, the executive support for the parks is discussed that blossomed
under t�e presidencies of Daniel Oduber, Rodrigo Carazo, Alberto Monge, and Oscar Arias.
Environmental consciousness advanced through these presidencies, and reached a new plateau
under Arias. Rather than just adding to the protected lands or supporting the fundraising efforts
of cons_ervation groups, a sustainable economic model was developed under his presidency. At
this time, more legislation emerged that articulated the environmental ethic, such as mandating
environmental education in primary and secondary public schools. The second section details the
economic crisis in Costa Rica, which gave impetus for the development of a new economic
model. It became clear at this time that agroexports could not produce long-term growth. The
final section is an analysis of key legislation that set into motion the environmental focus.
Legislation concerning the cattle industry and a questionnaire to cattle farmers about
environmental awareness and how they are affected by legislation follows.
The state of the cattle industry in Costa Rica has been the product of economic trends.
When Costa Rica was more isolated in the early 20th century, cattle ranchers served local
populations. As agroexports became indispensable to the country, it also underwent a phase of
expansion, and as many of the other agroexports it caused environmental degradation. Since the
country has prioritized the environment, the cattle industry retracted to align with sustainability.

Skipp 6
Chapter 1: Origins of the Costa Rican Cattle Industry and Disputes with Environmental
Interests

Before the 1950s, the Costa Rican cattle industry served local and regional markets, but
by the end of the decade the industry rapidly expanded in order to take advantage of foreign
demand. Beef cattle became a nontraditional agricultural export as part of the Costa Rican model
of agroexport growth. The new volume of beef exports necessitated more processing facilities
and markets, and these were often located in San Jose. Cattle middlemen facilitated transport
from the main cattle ranching region, Guanacaste, and sales once in San Jose. Transport required
more roads and larger cattle operations also required vast tracts of pasture. As a result, Costa
Rica experienced extraordinary rates of deforestation. The rise of environmental awareness,
conservation, protected lands decrees, and the creation of the national parks paralleled the
agricultural developments. Cattle ranching interests and the national parks_clashed in Santa Rosa
National Park in 1971.
Origins of the Cattle Industry

Costa Rica is a geographically diverse country with two distinctive coastlines, a fertile
central valley, and highlands. Cattle ranching took root primarily in the Guanacaste province
which lies along the Pacific coast bordering Nicaragua. Guanacaste is drier and warmer
compared to other parts of Costa Rica, and the soil quality allows for ideal pasture. During the
colonial period, the classic Iberian breed of cattle Bos taurus ibericus was imported by the
Spanish, but in the early 20th century it was discovered they were not animals suited for the
tropical climate. After many generations of inbreeding, the Iberian cattle suffered from sterility
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Figure l. "Perry-Castaneda Library Map Collection," The University of Texas Libraries,
accessed April 7, 2012, http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/americas/costa_pol87.jpg.
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and could not fend off diseases or pests such as ticks. 3 Costa Ricans introduced Zebu, or
Brahman, cattle to Guanacaste in the 1920s. Zebu were native to India so they were better
adapted to the tropical climate by being able to thrive on low-quality pasture, and they were
more attractive to farmers due to their fertility. The former characteristic was especially
important because pasture management was a challenge in Guanacaste. The native grass species
were unsuited for grazing and could not support large herds. This changed when Jaragua, a
tropical grass, was introduced at the beginning of the 20th century. It has a high drought tolerance
and does well on thin soils making it ideal for Guanacaste's long dry season. 4 Pasture was still
not uniform prior to the 1950s because it takes two years for Jaragua to be ready for grazing
the grass species varied, cattle were free to move about, and only portions of ranches were
cleared and planted. The lack of uniformity meant that cattle did not receive sufficient nutrients:
For the Zebu, this was not as much of a problem because they were fit for the tropical climate
and they were mixed with heartier breeds, such as Hereford, to make criollos. 5
Forest clearing was expedited by logging companies that came into Guanacaste in the
early 20th century. This most likely aided the expansion of cattle ranching because instead of
landowners making risky, long-term investments to clear land for cattle, they could sell the
timber then utilize it later as pasture with little additional cost. These cleared lands were also
located near water so the timber could be easily transported. Access to water was also important
to cattle ranchers if they could use it to their advantage. Water drainage in the lowlands during
the wet season meant that land could be used year round instead of only in the dry season. Water
3

Mario Samper Kutschbach and Carlos Naranjo Gutierrez, "La innovaci6n tecnologia de la agricultura
costarricense, 1880-1920," Revis ta Historia 53-54 (2006): IO 1-102.
4
Vernon Arthur Smith, "Beef Cattle Production and Marketing in Guanacaste, Costa Rica" (PhD diss., University of
Florida, 1970), 154.
5
For more information on the development of cattle ranching before the 1950s not covered here, refer to John
Augelli, "Costa Rica's Frontier Legacy," The Geographical Review 77 (1987): 1-16. Henry F'. Becker, "Land
Utilization in Guanacaste Province of Costa Rica," The Geographical Review 33 (1943): 74-85. Lowell
Gudmundson, "Apuntes para una historia de la ganaderia en Costa Rica," Ciencias Socia/es 17-18 (1979): 6 J-81.
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available in the uplands made the land usable through the dry season. Cattle would not have to
migrate from season to season and a rancher could sustain a larger herd. 6
Land holdings in Guanacaste were highly concentrated in the early 1900s, "there were
some 13 landowners with estates ofover 11,000 hectares ... six ofthese latifundistas owned over
35,000 hectares each, and the largest owner, a North American, controlled an estimated 133,745
hectares, about 13% of the entire province." 7 Gudmundson does not make clear the nationality of
the North American, but based on the distinction he makes from other landowners the North
American was likely from the U.S. or Canada. Many of these owners came from land holding,
cattle ranching families, and since the size ofthe operation positively correlates to its
profitability the land was consolidated by these familial groups. Families bought land in close
proximity to one another in order to maximize thei_r holdings. In this way, certain families
became disproportionately wealthy or powerful to the rest ofthe population in their area. The
latifundio pattern also made grazing much easier because cattle had to move to higher elevations
during the wet season. A vast tract ofland meant less worry for those tending the cattle, and the
cattle moved oftheir own accord.
Before the 1950s, beefconsumption was local, the price was low, and the furthest
Guanacastecan beeftraveled was to San Jose to serve the denser population ofthe Meseta
Central. Despite the lack of foreign demand in this period, cattle ranching expanded as did the
national population, especially in the Meseta Central. According to censuses conducted before
1950, the number ofcattle farmers increased throughout the country. More land was made
available as pasture because oflogging during the first half ofthe 20th century. Cattle were an
easy way to repurpose the land after it was cleared. Between the years 1939 and 1955, the
Henry F. Becker, "Land Utilization in Guanacaste Province of Costa Rica," Geographical Review 33 (1943): 74.
Marc Edelman, "Extensive Land Use and the Logic of the Latifundio: A Case Study in Guanacaste Province, Costa
Rica," Human Ecology 13 (1985): 156.

6

7
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number of cattle farmers nationally went from 374,804 to 705,172, an increase of around 20,000
per year. 8 This suggests cattle were becoming more popular.
After the 1950s in the United States, demand for cheap cuts of grass-fed beefexploded on
account of the new fast-food industry. Beef consumption in the U.S. increased from about 43
kilograms per capita in 1960 to approximately 60 kg per capita in 1976 around the height of the
beefindustry in Costa Rica.9 Because of the popularity ofmarbling U.S. ranchers could not drop
their prices low enough or produce enough to satisfy chain restaurants.10 Marbling requires grain
to feed cattle and grain is expensive. Combining the expense ofgrain and the demand for
marbled beef, producers could charge higher prices. A high-quality marbled cut ofbeef is
unnecessary for the purposes of fast-food restaurants. Fast-food chains have a business model of
reducing costs as much as possible and selling their product at a reasonable price. Between 1970
and 1975, the U.S. wholesale domestic price of beef increased from an average of76.83 cents
per pound for the year of 1970 to an average of119.12 cents per pound for 1975.11 Fast-food
chains did not need to pay higher domestic prices when Costa Rica and other Central American
countries, notably Nicaragua, sought to meet the demand. Between 1961 and 1971, the value of
Costa Rica's beef exports increased 7.5 times from 2.8 million USD to 21.1 million USD.12 The
new emphasis on beef exportation caused the cattle industry to come into conflict with emergent

8

Lowell Gudmundson, Hacendados, politicos, y precaristas: la ganaderia y el latifundismo guanacasteco (San
Jose: Editorial Costa Rica, 1983), 168.
9
Marc Edelman, "Rethinking the Hamburger Thesis: Deforestation and the Crisis of Central America's Beef
Exports," in The Social Causes of Environmental Destruction in Latin America, ed. Michael Painter and William
Durham (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1995), 30.
10
Marbling is defined by the USDA as "white flecks of fat within the meat muscle. The greater ?mount of marbling
in beef, the higher the grade because marbling makes beef more tender, flavorful, and juicy,"
http://www.fsis.usda.gov/factsheets/beef from farm to table/.
II
"Historical monthly price spread data for beef, pork, broilers, turkeys, and eggs," ERS/USDA Data - Meat Price
Spreads, last modified February 17, 2011, accessed November 20, 2011,
http://www.ers.usda.gov/Data/MeatPriceSpreads/.
12
David Kaimowitz, Livestock and Deforestation Central America in the 1980s and 1990s: A Policy Perspective
(Jakarta, Indonesia: Center for International Forestry Research, 1996), 28.
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environmental policy in Costa Rica as cattle required land for pasture and transport and as the
environmental degradation cattle caused was discovered.
In Guanacaste in the 1960s, Vernon Smith detailed a network of distinctive middlemen
involved in the cattle industry. As international demand increased, an organized marketing chain
necessarily developed. Middlemen became necessary as operations and the market grew in order
for the ranchers to access distant export and market centers, such as the Meseta Central. Before
the rapid expansion of the cattle industry, middlemen were not as necessary because cattle often
only supplemented another economic activity of the rancher and within the ranchers' ability to
sell locally. A rancher in Guanacaste that wanted to sell for export had to move his cattle to San
Jose where the markets were located. Of course, this was not an easy task, especially for a
rancher who had obligations at his ranch. The logistical difficulties of moving cattle over such a
distance necessitated middlemen. The minorista pequena Smith described as buying from
ranchers living in the most rural areas. This middleman had limited buying power, and most of
his knowledge of prices relied on rumor or on petty bargaining with desperate ranchers. He did
not keep cattle for long periods of time, bought few cattle, and suffered because of competition.
The minorista grande was distinguished from the minorista pequefia by his higher profits, buying
power, and living in more urban areas that are still somewhat isolated. Smith provides examples
such as, "Lepanto, Garza, or even Nicoya where urban functions such as stores and restaurants
exist." 13 These towns acted as small-scale commercial centers for the scattered population living
in the same region, but they were not major hubs of commerce such as Liberia. Due to these
characteristics, they could expand their business in order to buy animals in groups and different
types of livestock. When a minorista grande could not continue to compete or stand up to making
low profits as others with more capital, he became a comisionista who found deals for ranchers
13

Smith, "Beef Cattle Production and Marketing in Guanacaste, Costa Rica," 154.
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and minoristas for a small fee, usually 5%. Comisionistas were located in areas that lack

engordaderos, those who ran fattening and finishing operations, because engordaderos bought
directly from ranchers leaving no room for the comisionistas. Comisionistas were found in
district capitals such as Liberia in Guanacaste. Lastly, mayoristas purchased cattle from
minoristas. Mayoristas lived in urban areas, like the minorista pequefia, and processed meat to
provide for local consumption. 14
Most cattle were sent to the Meseta Central because the majority of Costa Rica's
population traditionally resides there. Furthermore, local, rural markets could never efficiently
support the cattle industry because the demand was too low. Comerciantes bought cattle in order
to transport them from Guanacaste to the urban areas of the Meseta Central. Like the minoristas
and the mayoristas, the comerciantes varied in scale of operation depending on how much money
they made and to where they were shipping. More competition existed in San Jose and Heredia
than in small towns in northern Alajuela, for example. Transportation was done by trucks which
the comerciantes either owned or rented, and trips were made once a week to commercial
centers. The expenses of the trips proved an obstacle for comerciantes because they paid for
lodging, food, and fuel until they sold the cattle they shipped. 15 At the markets of San Jose,
comerciantes, engordaderos, and a few ranchers came together in order to do business with
retailers and processors. Comisionistas acted here to find deals for both sides.
From the 1840s to the 1960s, the transportation network linking Guanacaste to the
Meseta Central improved significantly. The trail from Guanacaste was eventually accompanied
by the Pacific Railroad, and steady traffic gave impetus for paving the trails and creating further
networks into the Nicoya Peninsula. The Pan-American Highway also created better access to

14
15

Smith, "Beef Cattle Production and Marketing in Guanacaste, Costa Rica," 150- I 67.
Ibid., 169-171.
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Figure 2. Vernon Arthur Smith, "Beef Cattle Production and Marketing in Guanacaste,
Costa Rica" (PhD diss., University of Florida, 1970), 178.
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and from Liberia, the most important cattle processing center in Guanacaste and the region's
capital. It also served as a base of operations for the Camaras de Ganaderos, the lobbying
organization for cattle ranchers. Before the improvement of the roads, some farmers chose to
ferry their animals from the Nicoya to Puntarenas, but the risks sometimes involved fatalities
during unloading so the road became preferable. Ease of transport was a significant factor in
cattle transporting because they tend to lose considerable weight in a short period away from
pasture. For example, Smith found, "Retailers from San Jose discount the animal's weight by 8%
when making a purchase in Guanacaste," because on the trip back to the capital the cattle's
weight dropped by approximately that much. 16 A comerciante then would pay 8% less than the
value of the animal at the time in order to assure he at least made his money back. Another factor
that influenced profitability of cattle during tran�port included injuries received from travel.
Ranchers were required to fill an export quota by the national government which they
happily filled first, before selling domestically, because it commanded a higher price. Processing
done in the province meant value added to already higher prices for exports. Retailers vied to
make deals with the ranchers which gave comisionistas an important role at market also. 17
Comisionistas worked on behalf of either side to find a buyer or a seller. Retailers wanted to
make deals promptly so as not to be left with the meat unfit for export, which usually had one
major problem (too old, damaged, diseased, etc.). Problems emerged between exports and
domestic retailers due to ranchers realizing exports prices were stable. Between 1966 and 1969,
export prices at the Plaza de Montecillos market in San Jose remained the same while local
market prices significantly fluctuated. 18 Retailers were unable to compete in most cases and
therefore could not buy as much beef. To worsen the situation, some ranchers avoided selling to
Smith, "Beef Cattle Production and Marketing in Guanacaste, Costa Rica," 183.
Ibid., 184-186.
18
Ibid., 190.
16

17
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retailers, and skipped them to go directly to processors. This way they were paid export prices
after the quota was filled, and so they did not have to take a lower price for beef meant for local
consumption. Attractive export prices deterred selling cattle for the local market, the deprivation
in turn caused an augmentation of prices, and fewer Costa Ricans could afford beef so they
sought altematives. 19
The Plaza de Montecillos slaughtering and processing facility was one of the few large
facilities in the country. Montecillos likely had refrigeration on site and certainly had access to
refrigerated transportation because it packed beef for exportation. Smaller facilities were
operating in the mid-I 960s, such as in Barranca, Puntarenas (this was later bought by the
Montecillos company in 1977). 20 An article published in the same year from the newspaper La

Nacion expressed widespread support for the Barranca facility citing its economic benefits,
" ..·. dando trabaj o a centenares de desocupados y proporcionando las ventaj as econ6micas de que
tan urgida esta la Provincia. "21 Support for this export meat-packing plant is also explained by
the higher prices producers receive for exports. With the facility closer, producers could sell their
animals for a higher price because the cattle would not lose as much weight in transport.
Unfortunately, these packing plants and the others in Costa Rica did not pass USDA inspection
in 1969, 1970, and 1971. 22 These plants and those in other Central American countries that
encountered problems meeting USDA regulations invested time and money in modernizing to
reach US standards. The process of modernizing required a break from traditional practices
which comprised of one man in a small room to butcher an animal. Modem plants required more
19

Smith, "Beef Cattle Production and Marketing in Guanacaste, Costa Rica," 192.
"Historia," Montecillos, accessed November 15, 2011, http://www.montecillos.com/NuestraEmpresa.aspx.
21 " •.•
giving work to hundreds of unemployed and providing economic advantages that are urgent in this Province."
"Gran actividad en Puntarenas contra exportaci6n de came en pie y apertura de la planta procesadora de Barranca,"
La Nacion, October 5, 1965, 6.
22
Robert G. Williams, Export Agriculture and the Crisis in Central America (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1986), 205.
20
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employees, refrigeration, and better hygiene. 23 To make the necessary upgrades required credit
from banks which proved difficult to attain. This led to problems later on in the 1980s when
international demand began to wane and processors could not pay back their loans. 24
Transportation from packing plants to export facilities was difficult because the distance
threatened the hygiene ofthe meat. From processing plants in San Jose and in Puntarenas, meat
was transported by refrigerated trucks to ports in Guatemala or to Puerto Limon, Costa Rica on
the Caribbean coast with a final destination ofMiami. These trucks still posed a problem. When
shipments were transferred from one vessel to another, they were taken out ofrefrigeration
leaving it exposed to spoliation by the tropical heat. Refrigeration became the most pressing
concern for those involved in exportation, as evidenced by a 1967 newspaper article in La

Nacion that included a large photo ofrepresentatives from Kelvinator,_ a commercial U.S.
refrigeration company, speaking with journalists. The article discussed need for credit
availability and for banks to provide loans to cattle ranchers and processors. The text did not
discuss refrigeration, suggesting that the picture was sufficient and the issue was common
enough for the audience to understand. 25 Refrigerated transport was an expense ofmodernization
necessary to those involved in exportation. Piggyback containers solved the problem of
transferring product from unit to unit. The piggybacks were unattached refrigerated containers
that could be lifted from trucks to ships. Innovations in refrigeration prevented losses and
contributed to the rising number ofUSDA approved packing plants. 26

Williams, Export Agriculture and the Crisis in Central America, 88.
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Agroexport Model and Consequences
Costa Rica diverted from its tradition of small landholders in the 1950s as agricultural
exports became more popular resulting in massive deforestation and environmental degradation.
The agroexport model of growth advocated using the cheap land and labor available in
developing countries to bait foreign investment. Frequently in the developing countries of Latin
America this was done through agricultural products. Foreign companies, mainly from the U.S.
and Europe, invested in projects such as infrastructure to hasten agroexport, which was thought
to put the country on a track toward development, but this resulted in "regionally uneven
development."27 This occurred because attention was disproportionately paid to areas of high
agricultural yields and smallholder agriculture regions remained undeveloped. The drawbacks of
the agroexport model - qiscovered in hindsight - include environmental waste, land
concentration in few hands, and capital flight, as foreign companies do not substantially reinvest
their profits.28 Companies kept their money in banks elsewhere. Export commodities such as
coffee, bananas, and beef provide examples of the damage resulting from the model because they
require the use of agrochemicals and/or massive tracts of pasture.
A local study by Anja Nygren demonstrated the problems associated with coffee, the
traditional agroexport of Costa Rica, as a cash crop. Prior to the rise of agroexports, the
community of Alto Tuis (approximately 72 kilometers east of San Jose) practiced agriculture on
a small scale cultivating beans, com, vegetables, and fruits. The late 1950s saw a transition to
cash cropping monoculture which included coffee. Although there were initially small scale
coffee growers, the premium placed on land increased the necessity to legalize the status of
holdings. Authorizing land ownership was a costly process and this sometimes excluded small
John Brahman, "The Agroexport Model and Nontraditional Exports in Central America: Deja Vu or Something
New?," Yearbook Conference of LatinAmericanist Geographers 22 (1996): 4.
28
Ibid., 1-2.
27
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holders who could not afford it. Without legal title, they could not qualify for grants or
government subsidies. This led to the concentration of land among large landholders who could
afford the legal processes and clear their own land quickly. Between 1965 and 1988, forest cover
in Alto Tuis decreased from 458 to 319 hectares (Alto Tuis totals 1,260 hectares). 29 The example
of Alto Tuis on a rural scale models the social and some of the environmental effects of intensive
coffee cultivation in Costa Rica. Another important environmental impact was the heavy use of
agrochemicals. In Costa Rica, there were cases of synthetic fertilizer contaminating the drinking
water which led to a density of nitrates. In large doses nitrates in drinking water can lead to
"infant methemoglobinemia ("blue-baby syndrome"), a potentially fatal condition that impedes
oxygen transport in infants' bloodstreams" and "certain cancers, birth defects, hypertension, and
developmental problems in children." 30
In 1963 during the expansion of the Costa Rican cattle industry, Smith concluded that it
utilized approximately one-fourth of Costa Rica's land. 31 According to data cited by George
Ledec, pasture as a percentage of national land use consistently rose from the 1950s to the 1990s.
In 1975,just a few years after Smith's calculations, Ledec's data show pasture as slightly over
30% ofland use. By 1990, the figure was approaching 50%. During the same forty year period,
total forested land dropped by 35%. Land used for pasture rapidly increased while land used for
crops decreased slightly, leading to the conclusion that cattle were disproportionately responsible
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Crisis of Central America's Beef Exports," in The Social Causes ofEnvironmental
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for deforestation. 32 Cattle ranching was a growing industry in all ofLatin America during the
same time frame, but Costa Rica suffered the highest annual percentage oftotal area deforested
as of 1987 (4%) and had lost 32% ofits forested lands. 33 The loss offorest cover was more
devastating because it was done by the cattle industry.
Cattle are especially harsh on land integrity due to erosion caused by grazing and animal
movement, and this is exacerbated by farmers allowing the land to be intensively grazed.
Grazing was done on recently deforested land with thin tropical soils so erosion left many lands
infertile. Robert Williams described the consequences ofranchers' ignorance ofsoil type. If a
high clay soil is eroded and walked on by cattle for long enough, the pasture can turn into brick.

If a soil is acidic, then after intensive cattle grazing only weeds can grow. In these cases, the land
is unusable and grasses will not grow. 34 In his 1992 work The Quetzal & the Macaw David Rains
Wallace mentioned that 5% ofthe land area in Costa Rica was "abandoned cattle pasture."35 This
was a direct result ofinappropriate grazing practices that left the land infertile. Grazing is also
shown to impact biodiversity. A study conducted on the tropical dry forest ofPalo Verde
National Park concluded that diversity in plant life can be almost twice as great on ungrazed land
than on land with intermittent grazing. The study's purpose was to determine the effectiveness of
using cattle to manage incendiary plant life. It was found that cattle reduced the numbers and
density ofthese plants, but grazing alters the vegetation to too great an extent to be a responsible
option for fire prevention. 36
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Growth ofthe cattle industry in Costa Rica viewed in terms ofland use efficiency
demonstrates all too clearly its shortcomings. Despite using so much land and so intensively,
"cattle raising produces much smaller economic or social benefits than any other production
system - whether those benefits are measured as foreign exchange, financial revenues,
employment, calories, or animal protein."37 The cattle industry created fewer jobs and less profit
than the other traditional agro-exports of Costa Rica such as coffee and bananas. In 1980, Costa
Rica received nearly four times as much for coffee than beefin export revenue while utilizing 19
times less land area. In terms ofexport revenue per square kilometer, _bananas prove most
efficient at 6,036.71 USD per square kilometer compared to beefs 41.72 USD. 38 Banana
production involved its own environmental cost, ofcourse.
The use ofpesticides on banana plantation such as dibromochloropropane (DBCP) posed
a health risk ·to workers and consumers. Studies discovered about 2,000 Standard Fruit workers
were made sterile by DBCP. Chemicals were also found to runoff into water killing fish and
other amphibious wildlife. Banana plantations were also planted for years well beyond their limit
which left the soil similarly exhausted as with cattle. With the invasion ofSigatoka and Panama
diseases, forest was cut in other areas after the soil was devastated. Banana plantations are also
labor intensive so large numbers ofpeople move into the area around the plantation. This causes
more deforestation and more pressure on the local environment to support the agriculture and the
people. 39 Expansion ofbanana and other cash crop production was ultimately held back by
where they could optimally grow, but environmental damage was widespread because ofthe
human cost and that of water and soil contamination.
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More recent literature explores the effects of population increase on deforestation. At the
time of the most dramatic deforestation in Costa Rica, fertility rates increased in a similar
fashion. In 1960, natural increase was one of the highest worldwide at approximately 4%. Life
expectancy also rose. Luis Rosero-Bixby and Alberto Palloni attributed this to sophisticated
health programs. 40 His study concluded, however, that, while areas of high population density
positively correlate with rates of deforestation, there are many factors within the population at
play. The authors also found, "The data do not show significant deforestation pressure
originating in the number of fuelwood dependent households, nor do we find a connection
between reduced net reproduction and deforestation rates."41 Based on their findings, it appe�rs
most deforestation occurred as a result of agricultural companies and government incentives for
rural development.
Perceptions
Throughout the 1960s and 1970s in Costa Rica, the cattle industry was described in
positive terms by the country's leading newspaper La Nacion. The pride Costa Ricans took in the
cattle industry is evident through the newspaper. La Nacion offered slanted coverage of the cattle
industry as searches of the archive (which covers 1946-1991) yielded no results mentioning
detractors or criticism of the industry. As early as 1950 an article retelling the events of an
agricultural exposition spoke of the ranchers in glorified terms, "Han dado la batalla los
ganaderos. Hora es ya de ir hacienda las listas de los servicios distinguidos que han prestado, de
citarlos en la orden del dia y de colocar en sus pechos las medallas que se dan a los
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triunfadores."42 The description ofthe ranchers creates an image of them as soldiers - they are
deserving ofrecognition as they have given battle and won. Another article characterizes cattle
ranching as a good business that is being held back because ratichers do not receive sufficient
credit in order to expand their businesses, a situation they found "triste y lastimoso."43 In the
same article a quote is included from President Jose Joaquin Trejos speaking of ranching, ''No
hay limite. Las posibilidades son infinitas para toda clase de ganado ... La exportaci6n de la came
por parte de los paises productores esta garantizada. Europa compra toda la came que se le
envie... y esto no debe olvidarse."44

La Nacion published a speech in 1973 given by Francisco Morales Hernandez of the
Ministro de Trabajo y Seguridad Social in which he encouraged Costa Ricans to focus on rural
development and not to flock to the cities in search ofwork. He described the city as the
birthplace ofvice where basic services such as electricity and water were difficult to provide.
Morales Hernandez based this representation ofthe city on Las Hijas del Campo by Joaquin
Garcia Monge published in 1900. The novel tells the story of young women raised on a rural
farm who move to the city only to discover poverty, abuse, and loneliness. Morales Hernandez
used the speech as a propaganda tool in order to further his agenda of concentrating on rural
development through agriculture. At the end ofhis speech, he made his stance very clear,
"Volvamos al campo con las industrias rurales."45 La Naci6n's support for the cattle industry and
rural development through agriculture was likely a reflection ofgovernment policy at the time.
Unfortunately, this overshadowed criticisms that were known at the time about cattle ranching
"The cattlemen have given battle. Now is the time to make the lists of the distinguished services that they have
rendered, to mention them in the order of the day and to place medals of those that are triumphant on their chests."
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especially in regards to the environment. Concerns were raised by conservationists and
environmentalists who became more aware of the value of Costa Rica's biodiversity, such as
those who eventually worked for the Parks Service and private individuals like Olof and Karen
Wessberg.
Santa Rosa Conflict

The creation of Santa Rosa National Park marked the beginning of disagreements
between cattle ranchers and conservation efforts in Costa Rica. The area is also important in that
it is steeped in Costa Rican national pride and history. In 1856, Costa Ricans defeated William
Walker, the filibusterer from the United States, at the site of a hacienda called La Casona. In the
1930s, Anastasio Somoza Garcia purchased land in Santa Rosa, and was criticized harshly by
Costa Ricans. Costa Ricans distrusted a dictator present in their democratic state, and
preconceptions about Nicaraguans in Costa Rica were and continue to be traditionally negative.
When Santa Rosa was recognized as a national monument in 1966, the Costa Rican Tourism
Institute (ICT) was placed in charge of the area. Appointed to oversee the operation of the site
was Kenton Miller from the Tropical Agronomical Research and Higher Education Center
(CATIE). Due to his background with CATIE, Miller understood the extent of the environmental
damage being done to the surrounding tropical dry forest by agricultural activity, such as the
creation of cattle pasture. Miller supported by ICT pushed the government to purchase 30,000
more acres, for which they paid Somoza $500,000, making Santa Rosa into a national park. 46
Santa Rosa is so ecologically valuable because it is one of the only two protected tropical
dry forests (the other is Guanacaste National Park). The University of California Los Angeles
provides an excellent definition, "forest in frost-free regions with annual precipitation between
500-2000 mm and a pronounced dry season of four to seven months with less than 50 mm of
46
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precipitation. ,;47 The seasons of Guanacaste allow for the large area of tropical dry forest. The
wet season is May to November and the dry season is from December to April. The long dry
season makes this type of forest possible. While these forests are less biologically diverse than
wet forest, their importance lays in the little amount that is left. 48 Certain living things are unique
to dry forest making it more imperative to preserve them. There are fewer places they can occur
and many of these areas have been developed, destroying the forest.
Turning Santa Rosa into a national park was made possible by the Forestry Law of 1969
which is credited for moving conservation forward in Co_sta Rica and its "impact on the rational
use of forest resources cannot be underestimated."49 The necessity for the law was realized after
both the creation of Cabo Blanco Nature Reserve and Santa Rosa National Monument. Before
the Foresty Law of 1969, these areas were protected in n?J.Ile only - the government had no way
to enforce these protections and did not explicitly list protections for these areas. The only other
law that managed forests at the time was the 1906 Law No. 36, but it only gave the executive
power to articulate the management of forest and its impermanence was not suited to long-term
conservation efforts. The Forestry Law created the General Forestry Directorate (DGF) as an
office within the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock (Ministerio de Agricultura y Ganaderia,
MAG) in order to manage the forests and to assist the lumber industry. The law also added the
following responsibilities to the MAG "creating protector zones, working to conserve wildlife,
combatting [sic] soil erosion, controlling forest exploitation, and providing forestry education.,,so
Notably, the law banned livestock grazing on protected lands without the written consent of the

47

"Tropical Dry Forests of the Pacific," University of California Los Angeles, accessed November 10, 2011,
http://www.geog.ucla.edu/tdfpacific/.
48
Stem et al., "Changes in Composition and Structure of a Tropical Dry Forest Following Intermittent Cattle
Grazing," 1021.
49
Ibid., 65.
50
Evans, The Green Republic, 66.

Skipp 26
DGF. Ifany ofthe law's stipulations were not heeded, it called for fines and possible jail time.
Former Minister ofthe MAG, Guillermo Yglesias, and University of Costa Rica ecologist, Luis
Fournier were two members of the commission who drafted the Forestry Law who were
outspoken against forest destruction. When Yglesias introduced their draft to the Permanent
Commission on Government and Administration he bluntly stated, '"in reality, if we continue in
the steps we are now taking, within a few short years Costa Rica will not have any wood, we will
not have any forests to exploit. "' 51 Fournier told the legislative commission shortly after,
'"You're becoming more aware of irrational forest exploitation ... [Even] a superficial land
analysis of Costa Rica shows that only fifty percent [of the country] remains in forest. "' 52 The
importance·ofthe bill as stressed by Yglesias and the realizations Fournier pointed out are
evidenced by the result of polling the local leaders who largely supported and praised the bill.
Despite the bill receiving strong criticism from governmental agencies that supported rural
development, such as ICT and the Institute and Lands and Colonizations (ITCO), and from
private developers, such as the Costa Rican Construction Association, the bill did pass on
November 25, 1969.
The passage of the bill did not prevent forest misuse and deforestation as there was not
enough personnel in the National Parks Department (an agency of the DGF) to administer the
lands. The most dramatic example of the law's violation involved president of the Legislative
Assembly Daniel Oduber. Areas of Santa Rosa came under siege in 1970 and 1971 by
precaristas (squatters), who occupied the southern Playa Naranjo vicinity, and a cattle rancher
who moved his fence lines to include 150 acres ofSanta Rosa. The rancher also happened to be a
friend ofOduber, who also was an influential Guanacastecan cattle rancher. As individuals
51
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working on behalf of the Parks Department, Alvaro Ugalde and Arthur "Tex" Hawkins, an
American wildlife biologist, notified Mario Boza, the head of the Parks Department, of the issues
at Santa Rosa. They pushed the government to issue bonds to the squatters, who were working
the land and establishing farms, in order to ensure their relocation. After the squatters were
successfully paid and relocated, it came to the attention of those in the Parks Service that a bill
was introduced by Oduber to transfer the administration of the parks back to the ICT. Officials
working in the ICT were upset with the provision of the Forestry Law that gave the Parks
Service administration over Santa Rosa. Oduber stood to gain personally from the proposed bill's
passage because the ICT could allow more grazing within the park. The political move by
Oduber reflected his position as a rancher in Guanacaste.
Fortunately, Qduber did not win this political skirmish with the Natio11:al Parks
Department. Attached to the bill was an additional tax on liquor which Boza and Ugalde were
quick to notice and exploit. They informed business owners of the ornament who then lobbied
against it. More importantly, however, with the help of the wife of President Jose Figueres,
Karen Olsen de Figueres, the bill became incredibly unpopular. Evans described her actions
against the bill as follows, "When told of the situation, Karen Olsen de Figueres talked with or
wrote every member of the Legislative Assembly and outlined why Oduber's bill should be
rejected... not one diputado supported the measure."53 She even wrote Oduber requesting the
withdrawal of the bill, but he refused. This proved inconsequential when it was unanimously
rejected. Karen de Figueres' advocacy for the parks launched the expansion of the Parks
Department as a whole and began Costa Rica on the path towards conservation.
The strengthening position of the national parks, conservation efforts, and environmental
awareness continued to develop in Costa Rica after Jose Figueres left office in 1974. At the same
53
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time, cattle ranching was an important industry in agreement with the ideology of rural
development as a way to prosperity. Agricultural exports, such as beef, coffee, and fruits,
retained a firm place in traditional Costa Rican society. These were institutions not easily subject
to change. Ranching is still today the pride of Guanacaste. Figueres' successor realized early in
his presidency that the natural reserves of Costa Rica were also an essential tradition necessary to
protect. Figueres' successor, Daniel Oduber, perspective became more nationally rather than
regionally focused.
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Chapter 2: Executive Support, Economic Downturn, and a New Model
From the mid-1970s to the early 1990s, Costa Rica experienced a shift in economic
development due to two major themes. Executive support for the National Parks in the
presidencies of Daniel Oduber to Oscar Arias changed the considerations of many Costa Rican
officials and led to the development of an environmental ethic. At the same time, the economic
crisis of the 1980s revealed the shortcomings of the agroexport model of growth, such as income
inequality and natural resource limitations. There were both ideological and pragmatic factors in
ultimately choosing a sustainable development model in the 1990s over the traditional
agroexport model that had prevailed since the late 1950s. As a result, agroexports were not
eliminated from Costa Rica as they were a significant economic sector, but they were framed to
fit sustainable development.
Executive Support
An equitable distribution of wealth has always been a priority of the National Liberation
Party (PLN) in Costa Rica, which has primarily held power since 1948. The PLN in its 1951
Carta Fundamental stated, "We consider it necessary to establish property as a generalized social
fact fill:d to avoid its swollen concentration" and that "the profit incentive should be
complemented and ennobled by the spirit of service. " 54 The platform of the PLN has proved to
be more than hollow words.
In an article by Mitchell Seligson and Edward Muller, the Costa Rican government was
analyzed according to the theory of Seymour Martin Lipset which identifies three conditions for
legitimacy. These include the successful negotiation of the balance of church and state, the
integration of lower economic classes into the general political and economic environment, and a
54
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more equitable income distribution. 55 Costa Rica achieved a high degree of governmental
legitimacy due to its negotiation of these issues. The Church in Costa Rica historically is more
progressive and does not battle the state for supremacy. Seligson and Muller offer examples of
the Church supporting fairer wages, facilitating conciliation at the end of the 1948 Civil War,
and maintaining a distance from politics. 56 After the Civil War, electoral participation increased
dramatically and elections became monitored by the Tribunal Supremo de Elecciones. The
Tribunal takes such measures as to take control of police forces six months prior to an election so
that the police will not be subject to bribery. 57 Relative to other developing nations, Seligson and
Muller found that Costa Rica has a lower rate of income inequality and offers more progressive
social services. 58 The National Parks complement this model of legitimacy as they are an
institution designed for the enjoyment of all classes of Costa Ricans, and as they sparked a new
model of economic development that promoted increased economic equality by deemphasizing
plantation agriculture.
After Daniel Oduber's election to the presidency in 1974, Alvaro Ugalde and Mario Boza
did not expect him to become a friend of the National Parks Department. In a sharp turn from his
attitude during the Santa Rosa incident in 1971, Oduber was a surprising proponent of national
parks during his administration. During his time in office (1974-1978), protected land increased
from 2.5 percent to 4.5 percent partially as a result of adding such famous parks as Braulio
Carrillo, Corcovado, Chirrip6, and Tortuguero. 59 An interview between Andrew Reding and
Oduber in 1986 gave insight into his decision to support the parks, "As a socialist (I'm a social
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democrat), I believe nature's beauty is for I',

-� ;yJ1ie

tc enjoy .. .I have emphasized conservation in

order to afford future generations of Costa Rica.1c; the pleasure of enjoying the nature I enjoyed
as a child and adolescent." 60 His motives were guided by his political and moral beliefs - to
provide access to nature for all and to preserve the environmental integrity of the nation.
In 1977, the National Parks Act (Ley del Servicio de Parques Nacionales) was signed into
law by Oduber. This moved the National Parks Department from under the General Forestry
Directorate to its own department within the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock. It was
renamed the National Parks Service (SPN). The new SPN received powers that strengthened
authority over the parks. Several activities were banned within the protected area including
pasturing or watering cattle, and SPN employees gained police powers. 61 Most importantly, the
law established "the legal framework for the SPN's work and provided the freedom for the SPN
to expropriate land for parks. "62
Oduber's support for the National Parks and conservation carried over into the next
presidency of Rodrigo Carazo (1978-1982). Though Carazo belonged to the more conservative
Social Christian Unity Party, he aligned more closely with the National Liberation Party of
Oduber. La Nacion reported in September 1979 Carazo requested a pact between Oduber, Jose
Figueres, and himself. The pact was described as social and political and for the benefit of Costa
Rica by the newspaper. Carazo justified aligning with his political opponents by saying, "el pais
esta cansado de la escaramuza politica y del espectaculo penoso de la desuni6n en las cuestiones
esenciales, de la habladera interminable y esteril." 63
60

Andrew Reding et al., "Voices from Costa Rica," World Policy Journal 3 (Spring 1986): 328.
La Asamblea Legislativa. San Jose, Costa Rica. Ley 6084, Ley de Creaci6n de! Servicio de Parques Nacionales,
1977.
62
Evans, The Green Republic, 102.
63
"the country is tired of the political skirmishes and the terrible spectacle of disunion on essential questions,
interminable and steril babbling." "Carazo llama a forjar pacto social con Figueres y Oduber," La Nacion,
September 20, 1979, 6A.
61

Skipp 32
Costa Ric:: suffered a major economic crisis coinciding with an international economic
downturn following the election of Carazo in 1979, and the country faced border security issues
due to the instability in Nicaragua. Considering these obstacles, it is easy to see why he viewed
political cooperation as imperative. Importers of Costa Rican goods were also suffering
economically causing them to import less. Since Costa Rica depended on exports, their revenue
decreased. The country could not pay its huge international debt and "By 1985 the external debt
amounted to $3.8 billion (equal to $1,500 per person in Costa Rica)." 64 The debt produced heavy
federal spending cut�. Despite the bleak appearance of the situation, Carazo made it central to his
administration to continue to support and expand the parks and conservation efforts. He did this
by adding approximately 583,000 acres to the protected areas of Costa Rica. 65 Carazo also aided
the cause of conservation through by vetoing a law in 1979 that would have �ecreased the
protected zone on the coastline of Tortuguero National Park. 66 He also demonstrated how
decreeing lands protected could be used as a political tool. In 1978, Carazo expropriated El
Murcielago, the ranch of Anastasio Somoza Debayle that totaled 28,600 acres, located in
Guanacaste and added it to Santa Rosa National Park. Carazo's decision served two purposes protecting Guanacaste's sensitive ecosystem and retaliating against Somoza's troops entering
Costa Rica and killing six citizens earlier that year.67
Alberto Monge of the National Liberation Party succeeded Carazo as president from
1982 to 1986. Soon after he took office, a 1982 editorial in La Nacion praised Monge for his
commitment to democracy. The commentary was relevant because of the Somoza and then
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Sandinista governments and consequent legitimacy issues in neighboring Nicaragua. The author
quoted Mange's identification of one of the gravest issues in Central America,
Ha surgido ... unjuego de falsas altemativas. A la amenaza del totalitarismo comunista
enfrentan la dictadura militar oligarquica. Frente a esta, ofrecen la dictadura comunista.
Los pueblos no aceptan ni la una ni la otra. La correcta altemativa al despotismo militar
oligarquica o al despotismo militar comunista es la democracia autentica, con elecciones
libres, pluralismo, y participaci6n popular.68
The strength of democracy in Costa Rica was evident in 1982, whereas this cannot be s_aid of
other Central American countries or Cuba. That strength allowed Costa Rica to move forward
with new projects, such as conservation, even in the midst of the economic crisis. Although
Monge's support for the park� was not necessarily monetary due to the economy, he e�dorsed
fundraising campaigns of the Fundaci6n de Parques Nacionales, an organization that worked
closely with the government in conservation. In 1982, Monge launched his famous "Back to the
Land" campaign in which he stressed that modern conveniences and needs were attainable while
also preventing environmental degradation. 69 It was instructive about environmental harmony
rather than simply setting aside land or attracting only the attentions of environmentalists and
conservationists. The campaign set the tone for Monge' s administration in that he directly
encouraged an environmental ethic within the populace, which was further developed during the
next presidency.
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The administration of Oscar Arias (1986-90) sought to realign the mission of the parks
explicitly in accordance with socioeconomic development with programs such as "debt-for
nature" swaps. The swaps "were intended to help developing countries reduce their foreign debt
while at the same time increase their budgets for conservation." 7° For example, this worked
between a U.S. bank and Costa Rica when the bank decided to forgive Costa Rican debt in
exchange for a tax break from the U.S. Internal Revenue Service. 71 It became clear in 1988 that
the protection of land was not enough in Costa Rica. Alvaro Umana, head of the Ministry of
Natural Resources, Energy, and Mines (now the Ministry of the Environment and Energy),
declared at the World Conservation Union, "It used to be that conservation meant preservation
without [the presence] of man, that land should be kept in a bubble, but in Central America,
that's not possible."72 Umana meant that the time for sustainable development had come in Cost11;
Rica. That idea was reinforced when it was discovered soon after that only 5% of forest
remained outside of protected areas in Costa Rica. Despite the existence of a Forestry Law to
prevent illegal logging, many people had discovered numerous ways to evade detection from
forging licenses to hiding logs in produce trucks. 73 This led to the passage of Ley 7174 in June
1990 (a reform of Ley 4465 of 1969) during the presidency of Rafael Calderon Fournier (199094, Social Christian Unity Party). One of the most important provisions of this law was the
creation of a commission comprised of five members selected by the President of the National
Assembly to study and propose reforms to the Ley Forestal. 74 The outcome of this commission
exemplified that sustainable development was at the forefront of the members' priorities. Mario
Boza, a member of the commission, recommended that of the unprotected land areas 25% should
70
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remain forested. 75 This percentage still left room for agricultural export enterprises that were still
significant to the Costa Rican economy.
Economic Downturn
Immediately prior to the economic crisis, international beef prices went from a high of
359 cents per kilogram in 1970 to 265 cents per kilogram ten years later in 1980.76 Due to the
drop in prices some cattle ranchers failed to pay back their loans causing an overall negative
return rate for cattle.77 David Kaimowitz posits two major reasons for the decrease in real prices.
The European Economic Community began exporting beef rather than importing thus flooding
the market. Secondly, the United States consumed less beef starting in 1977. Data from Marc
Edelman corroborates this by showing consumption decreased from about 58 kilograms per
capita in 1977 to about 47 kilograms per capita in 1980 then idled at that level throughout the
1980s. 78 Another reason for fewer U.S. imports, as suggested by Edelman, was the passage of the
Meat Import Act of 1979 (P.L. 96-177) which "provided for decreasing import quotas during
expansive phases of the U.S. cattle cycle and increasing them during periods of contraction."79
The profit margin for cattle was already slim in Costa Rica so the situation was worsened when
international crude oil prices skyrocketed in the mid-1970s. According to data provided by the
U.S. Energy Information Administration, the price of crude oil increased from $3.29 per barrel
(not adjusted for inflation) to $11.58 per barrel. By 1980, crude oil per barrel reached $ 35.69. 80

75

Evans, 171.
David Kaimowitz, Livestock and Deforestation Central America in the 1980s and 1990s (Jakarta, Indonesia:
Center for International Forestry Research, 1996), 26.
77
Marc Edelman, "Rethinking the Hamburger Thesis," in The Social Causes ofEnvironmental Destruction in Latin
America, ed. Michael Painter et al. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995), 29.
78
Ibid., 30.
79
Ibid., 29.
80
"BP Crude Oil Prices," U.S. Energy Information Administration, accessed February 16, 2012,
http://www.eia.gov/pub/intemationaViealf/BPCrudeOilPrices.xls.
76

Skipp 36
Increased oil prices also have explanatory power to why U.S. beef consumption abated at this
time.
One effect of the crisis in the cattle industry was to push small- and medium-sized cattle
ranchers out of the business. Larger landholders held onto their cattle business because the
percentage of their own capital to start their business was much lower. This was the exact fear
that scholars who studied economic development had of the agroexport model because it left
many people without economic viability and concentrated land and wealth in few hands. Other
factors besides low international demand that made cattle less profitable included "higher taxes
and indebtedness, and soaring interest rates and veterinary input costs." 81
Costa Rica's model of economic growth depended upon agroexports since the 1950s.
Harsh criticisms of the agroexport model emerged at the end of the 1980s. The criticisms
.

.

included that the agroexport model's "advantage is essentially generated by land concentration
and absolute labor exploitation" and it "aggravated problems of societal polarization." 82 In 1971,
the wealthiest 5% in Costa Rica represented 22.8% of the national income, the wealthiest 20%
represented 50.7%, and the poorest 50% represented 20.8%. 83 Income inequality was stark at the
height of agroexports. Oduber specifically cited in the 1986 interview "concentration of wealth
in the hands of the few" as a problem in Costa Rica that did not receive attention, and he picked
out groups such as "coffee barons" and "foreign companies that manipulated the . .. banana
industries."84 Economic growth did occur during the height of the agroexport model in Latin
America, but many scholars saw that "high rates of economic growth were not necessarily
correlated with other basic development objectives such as rapid employment creation or poverty
81
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reduction" and in fact "economic growth had often been accompanied by deteriorating trends in
employment, income distribution, and levels of poverty." 85 In other words, the agroexport model
could not create economic progress across classes. To evidence this, John Brohman discussed the
inherent problems within the model, such as the concentration of land holdings, reliability on
cheap and unskilled labor, and seasonality of work that left many unemployed during the off
season. 86
Coffee cultivation provides another example of the inconsistencies of the agroexport
model. Export led growth did generate revenue and foreign exchange, but was not sustainable
due in part to its boom and bust cycles. By the mid-l 970s coffee experienced a boom as a result
of a devastating frost in Brazil that lowered the international supply of coffee. 87 Prices increased
sharply and Cos{a Rica was among the countries that reaped the benefits. _This was corroborated
by one of Costa Rica's leading newspapers La Nacion in 1972. The article aptly titled "Fuerte
incremento de exportaciones en 1970" ("Strong Increase of Exportation in 1970") discussed a
nearly 22% rise in export value and specifically mentioned coffee, "Dentro de los bienes que
conforman ese grupo, las ventas de cafe presentaron cifras muy satisfactorias atribuible
principalmente a las condiciones del mercado intemacional."88 Higher international coffee prices
play an important in Costa Rica as they export most of the coffee they produce. For example, in
1980 73% of the coffee fit for exportation produced during the year alone was exported. The
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export for that year was equal to 1,589 1·0:>usa::.l. 60 k;.bgram r1cl:s. 89 With such vornme of
exports, price fluctuations had huge impacts
The year 1989 proved how volatile the international coffee market could be when the
International Coffee Organization (ICO) failed to reach an agreement among its members. The
ICO is an intergovernmental organization comprised of the primary coffee exporter and importer
nations that regulated prices and supply on the world market. 90 An agreement eluded the ICO in
1989 causing countries to send out more coffee onto the world market. Once the market was
flooded, prices dropped significantly. Between 1989 and 1993, the total coffee export value
decreased for the first time since the 1950s. 91 To make matters worse for Costa Rica, their coffee
production had steadily increased throughout the 1980s. Deborah Sick attributed higher yields to
the use of agrochemicals, but recognized that these add to the expense of production. _At the same
time, she noted the devaluation of the colon as contributing to the rise of fuel costs. Rising
production and transportation costs coupled with falling market prices made the coffee business
unviable for small producers to the point they could not support themselves. 92 The ICO stopped
attempting to regulate prices and supply after the failure of 1989 and instead it works to promote
sustainable local development and provide financial education. 93 The international coffee market
remains unpredictable which has explanatory power to the development of niche coffee
enterprises and Costa Rica's diversion from the agroexport model.
There is no doubt that the agroexport model caused growth in Costa Rica, "In the 1960s
and up through 1978, growth averaged over 6 percent annually, exceeding all other countries in
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Latin America except oil-rich Ecuador and rapidly industrializing Brazil."94 It needs to be
recognized as well that there is a natural limit to the growth small countries such as Costa Rica
can achieve through the agroexport model. If they had committed themselves fully to agroexport
without diversifying the economy, then deforestation would have continued at an alarming rate
leaving the country with little forest cover. 95 President Carazo recalled the following suggestion
the World Bank made to him, "In response to our foreign exchange problems in 1981, they told
us we should stop eating meat, that we should export all we produce in order to obtain more
foreign exchange."96 The economic crisis in which Costa Rica was embroiled in the 1980s
showed that the agroexport model was dysfunctional. If the best solution to the foreign exchange
problem was the cessation of local meat consumption in favor of exportation, then the
abandonment of agroexports or at least diversification of the economy was only pragmatic.
Carazo stated in the 1986 interview, "Commodities are no longer sufficient for survival in
the international market."97 The effects of the agroexport model were inherently contradictory to
the stance of the PLN, and had the potential to weaken the legitimacy of the government as
defined by Lipset. Agroexports encouraged concentration of wealth, contradictory to PLN
values, and land because high volume positively correlated with revenue. Emphasizing the
growth of the parks and their potential economic benefit corresponded with the position of the
PLN and contributed to legitimacy. The parks were meant for everyone despite socioeconomic
status to enjoy thus involving them in the political environment. The development and
institutionalization of the National Parks led to the progressive conclusion of sustainable
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development. Legislation passed in the 1990s sought to frame agricultural enterprises, including
the cattle industry, within the sustainable development model.
Legislation
Numerous executive decrees and laws passed during the late 1980s and 1990s placed new
regulations on the cattle industry to align it with the sustainable development model. The
legislation demonstrates that there was not a desire to eliminate cattle ranching, but that there
was an understanding of how to regulate and moderate it as an industry in accordance with the
new economic plan. A common phrase found in Costa Rican legislation since 1990 is "in
harmony with the environment." This change in language indicated a more ideological stance. A
true environmental moral developed and was communicated through legislation.
The legislation that marked the beginning 9f a true environmental ethic in Costa Rica was
Law No. 7235. The law passed in May 1991 and made environmental protection education
mandatory in primary and secondary public schools. 98 Costa Rica was progressive in mandating
it early when a global environmental consciousness was only beginning to emerge. That it was
enacted so soon after the idea of sustainable development indicates Costa Rica's early
commitment to their new model centered on the environment.
In March 1994, Costa Rica created a national day for environmental improvement
continuing the theme of an environmental ethic. The purpose of the event was to promote "la
educaci6n, la protecci6n, el saneamiento, la conservaci6n y el rescate del ambiente ... congruente
con una concepci6n de desarrollo sostenible en el pais."99 The law outlined that this would be
done by creating an advisory board comprised of officials from several different governmental
La Asamblea Legislativa. San Jose, Costa Rica. Ley 7235, "Instituir como tema obligatorio, la protecci6n de!
ambiente, en la educaci6n primaria, y en la media," May I 4, 1991.
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and non-governmental bodies, such as the Minister of Public Education, representatives from
municipalities, and a representative from an environmental organization. The law instructed the
board to identify and suggest environmental projects to be carried out in individual regions or
towns. This also included organizing a celebration to commemorate environmental awareness for
the third week in June each year. Outreach by the Costa Rican government did not end in
schools, but carried over into everyday life as this law evidences.
Costa Rica revised its constitution in March 1994 to incorporate the environmental ethic.
Under the section titled "Derechos y Garantias Sociales", Article 50 was amended. It previously
read that the government will provide for the greatest wellbeing of its inhabitants and that it will
ensure an "adequate" distribution of wealth. To that article, the legislation added that every
per�on has a right to a "healthy and ecologically balanced enyironment," and that if it is
infringed a person is entitled to reparations. 100 The following.month in April 1994 Costa Rica
passed Law No. 7554 Organic (Fundamental) Law of the Environment, and it guaranteed the
government would provide to Costa Ricans and the state the necessary instruments to obtain a
"healthy and ecologically balanced environment." 101 Instruments for the goal of a balanced
environment were provided in legislation as in the case of the cattle industry.
Environmental protection had its foundations in more practical legislation, as the laws
that regulated the cattle industry exemplified. The goal of sustainable development in Costa Rica
was not to rid the country of industries deemed incompatible with the environment, but to lessen
their negative effects. In February 2010, the cattle sector (meat, milk, and dual purpose) made up
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1.3% of the GDP, and made up 17.6% of the total value of livestock production. 102 In 1988,
cattle ranchers were granted subsidies on interest rates from the National Banking System. 103
Later in 1989, this was revised to include small, medium, and large ranchers who participated in
and registered for the Programa de Incremento a la Productividad para la Actividad Ganadera
Cria-Carne y Doble Prop6sito (Program to Increase Productivity for the Cattle Activity Meat
Raising and Dual Purpose). A study on dual purpose cattle from Cornell University stated that
typically in Latin America, "A combination of climatic, nutritional, and economic constraints
severely restricts the efficiency of specialized, intensive production of milk in tropical
ecozones." 104 In Costa Rica, this is true of both milk and beef cattle mainly for environmental
reasons. This explains why dual purpose cattle operations were encouraged - it is less taxing on
the environment while also deemphasizing intensive beef cattle cultivation for export.
.

.

As part of the renewed rural sustainable development plan from the Ministry of
Agriculture and Livestock, silvopastoral cattle grazing was listed as a method, "Impulso al
desarrollo de fincas integradas, proyectos silvopastoriles, asi como practicas agricolas y no
agricolas y ganaderas, ambientalmente sostenibles." 105 Silvopasture "combines trees with forage
and livestock production" resulting in greater biodiversity than clear-cutting for pasture
creation. 106 The plan also included an emphasis on economic diversification. Restructuring the
economy of Costa Rica did not mean an attack on cattle ranching. The sustainable development
model worked to incorporate the existing elements of the economy into the environmental ethic.
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The diversification of the economy was essential to the sustainable development model in
another sense and that is to break the boom and bust cycles created by relying on agroexports
thus creating long term growth. Not relying on agroexports lessened the need for intensive cattle
ranching.
It is unclear whether the intentions of environmental legislation transferred into the
awareness of the public or were felt by them. A questionnaire completed by three Costa Rica
cattle owners conducted in February 2012 sought to determine if they held an environmental
awareness and if they were directly affected by environmental legislation. 107 All three
respondents own operations in the San Jose area. Respondents A and C are similar in that they
own 100 ha and 120 ha respectively, and they both have around 100 head of cattle. Respondent
B stands out by owning 3QO ha and 200 head of cattle. They all sell their cattle to a1:1ctions, but
Respondent C also sells to· CoopeMontecillos, one of the largest vertically integrated ranching
cooperatives in Costa Rica. Only Respondent A indicated that they were affected by
environmental legislation "porque hay restricciones sobre el carnbio de uso de la tierra," but he
did not specify beyond that. 108 This result could have several explanations, such as that the
respondent owns more land and cattle than the others, is more aware of the restrictions, or
because their land is ecologically different.
All three respondents did indicate that environmental sustainability is important to them.
Respondent A elaborated "mi finca esta en una zona muy seca y por eso manterrgo algo de
bosque." 109 Respondent B gave as a reason "porque afecta el ambiente de la finca, protejo las

Anonymous, interview by Stephanie Skipp via Claudia Charpentier, March I, 2012, transcript. Appendix 1.
"because there are restrictions about changing the use of the land,"
109 "
my farm is in a very dry region and that is why I maintain some forest."
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nacientes para que el ganado tenga agua durante la epoca seca."110 Their responses indicate that
they want to maintain the environment of the land for their cattle and they take precautions, such
as keeping some forest. This was not the case of large-scale export farmers during the 1960s who
clearly contributed to deforestation. It is important to bear in mind that the respondents are
smallholders, and they cannot as easily move their cattle operation if the land becomes infertile.
These precautions have likely been taken by other smallholders and may not be the result of a
new environmental awareness. Rather they may be building on an environmental consciousness
that comes with the profession. Respondent C answered positively and explained that their farm
"esta en un terreno que no es plano."111 While further explanation was not given, erosion is likely
a concern for this farmer. Their responses on environmental sustainability were practical and
likely derived from their interests as cattle farmers.
Respondents A and C discussed ways in which they practice more sustainable farming, ·
and they both identified using waste for fertilizer and protecting the water sources on their farms.
Respondent A answered, "Uso desechos animales como fertilizante, uso eficientemente el agua y
protejo las nacientes que hay en mi finca," and Respondent C wrote, "Protejo las nacientes y uso
los desechos para abonar el pasto."112 Water availability is especially important to them due to
the stress of the dry season, as they indicated in discussing the importance of environmental
sustainability. This awareness is most likely not the result of a growing environmental
awareness, but of a practicality of cattle ranching. Only Respondent A practices dual purpose
cattle ranching, but it is not clear why since their operation is very similar to that of Respondent
C. Overall, their responses suggested they were concerned with the environment in as much as it
"because it affects the environment of the farm, I protect the water sources so that the cattle have water during the
dry season."
111
the farm "is on terrain that is not flat."
112 "
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protect the water sources and I use waste to fertilize the pasture."
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affected their cattle, but because they all indicated sustainability is important to them they may
take environmental measures in other aspects oftheir lives.
The parallel development ofthe National Parks in Costa Rica with the expansion of
agricultural exports allowed for the eventual emergence of an environmental ethic. While
environmental degradation occurred in a visible way due to agroexports, there was also strong
executive support for conservation. The support for the parks continued into the economic crisis
ofthe 1980s at which point the conversation about the economy changed. During the
administration ofAlberto Monge, responsible use ofnatural resources entered into the economic
conversation. Monge' s "Back to the Land" campaign stressed that environmental degradation
could be avoided in the pursuit of progress. Oscar Arias' presidency furthered the pattern and
articulated sustainable economic development �d incorporated a powerful environmental ethic.
Since the early 1990s, a large amount oflegislatfon has passed to develop, reiterate, act on, and
polish Costa Rica's vision of the environment. Despite seeming incompatible with environmental
responsibility, the cattle industry has been incorporated into that vision through legislation and
environmental awareness.
Conclusion
The expansion of the cattle industry in the 1950s and 1960s was caused by the adoption
of the agroexport model of growth. Though impressive economic growth was achieved, it came
at a high price. The environmental damage from deforestation caused a massive ecological crisis.
This was combated by environmental interests that led to the creation of the National Parks. The
place of the parks in Costa Rica was challenged in 1971 when Legislative Assembly President
Daniel Oduber attempted a political move that would allow a Guanacastecan rancher, a friend of
his, to illegally run cattle in Santa Rosa National Park. Oduber was unsuccessful, but the
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National Parks Department may not have won if not for the efforts of First Lady Karen Olsen de
Figueres.
Executive support for the National Parks continued even when Daniel Oduber was
elected Costa Rica's president in 1974. His change of heart had little explanation, but likely
occurred because he was carrying on his predecessor's norm or that he became genuinely more
nationally focused as president of the country. He supported the National Parks Department by
decreeing more lands protected and by passing a law to convert the Department into the National
Parks Service. In doing so, they were given more authority over the administration of the parks
and had police power to enforce borders. Oduber helped institutionalize the National Parks.
The presidency of Rodrigo Carazo was mired in the economic crisis that began around
1979. In this climate, the National Parks continued to grow_from private foreign interests and
from government financial support. Private support became' the main contributor during the
following presidency of Alberto Monge, but he endorsed fundraising campaigns that kept the
parks afloat. Additionally, Monge's 1982 "Back to the Land" campaign advertised the idea that
the environment did not have to be sacrificed for basic necessities. His message was that growth
and progress could continue without massively damaging the environment. The campaign was a
precursor to the sustainable development model articulated during the presidency of Oscar Arias.
The parallel expansion of agroexports and the National Parks in Costa Rica led to the
eventual conclusion of sustainable development. An environmental ethic emerged during the
economic crisis and at the same time it was seen that agroexports could not sustain long-term
economic growth. Costa Rica's total land mass is 50,660 km2 • In such a small country,
agriculture cannot expand indefinitely and create significantly more economic growth. The
environmental damage from agroexports that became obvious in hindsight was shocking. A more
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balanced economic plan was sought after during the presidency of Arias. From his
administration, the foundations of environmental legislation in Costa Rica emerged and changed
the trajectory of Costa Rica's future. It no longer wanted to depend on agroexports, but diversify
the economy for true long-term growth.
The legislation passed since Arias concerning the cattle industry has attempted to place
regulations on it and add incentives for sustainable agricultural practices. However, it seems that
Costa Rica succeeded more in fostering an environmental ethic within its people. The cattle
ranchers questioned were less aware of legislation that might affect their farms than the methods
by which they could practically make their operation more sustainable. They maintain water
sources and preserve forest so their land does not degrade and their business suffer. Regulations
on land use appear to have little effect on the daily operations of cattl� farmers. There could be
explanations for this such as the limitations of the questionnaire, but it is telling that respondents
were either unaware of the restrictions or spoke about them in vague terms.
Costa Rica stands out from the backdrop of Central America for their steadfast
environmental awareness. While their commitment to the environment and sustainable
development is sometimes limited in practice as it emphasizes the National Parks, it does contain
important progressive elements, such as environmental education. As Costa Rica continues to
support environmental education and awareness, new insights will be made into sustainable
agricultural practices. With hope, the cattle industry will be included with consideration to public
health and the environment.
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Appendix 1
Questionnaire Results
Respondent A
1. In what town and province do you live?
i,En que ciudad/pueblo y provincia vive?
Turrubares, Provincia de San Jose
2. How many hectares do you have?
i,Cuantas hectareas tiene?
100
3. How many cattle do you have?
i,Cuanto ganado tiene?
100 cabezas
4. How much land do you use for cattle pasture?
i,Cuantas hectareas de su finca utiliza para pasto? Por favor indique el area total de su
finca
70 ha pasto y 30 ha bosque
5. Are your cattle for the purpose of beef, dairy, or both?
i,Es su ganado para came, leche, o doble prop6sito?
Carne, leche y doble prop6sito
6. Where do you sell your cattle and to whom?
i,D6nde vende el ganado o los productos derivados del mismo? l,A quien?
Subasta ganadera, ganado en pie
7. Do the government's environmental policies, such as laws protecting the forest, affect
how you manage your cattle?
i,Afectan las !eyes ambientales, tales como a forestal y del ambiente, la forma en que
maneja su ganado?
No afectan
8. Is environmental sustainability important to you?
i,Es importante para usted la sostenibilidad ambiental? Por que?
Si porque mi finca esta en una zona muy seca y por eso mantengo algo de bosque
9. Do you use sustainable methods of farming?
i,Usa metodos sostenibles en la ganaderia? Si es asi, provea un ejemplo.
Uso desechos animales como fertilizante, uso eficientemente el agua y protejo las
nacientes que hay en mi finca
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Respondent B
1. In what town and province do you live?
6En que ciudad/pueblo y provincia vive?
La Pita de Puriscal, San Jose
2. How many hectares do you have?
6Cuantas hectareas tiene?
300 ha
3. How many cattle do you have?
6Cuanto ganado tiene?
200 cabezas
4. How much land do you use for cattle pasture?
6 Cuantas hectareas de su finca utiliza para pasto? Por favor indique el area total de su
finca
150 pasto y 150 bosque
5. Are your cattle for the purpose of beef, dairy, or both?
6Es su ganado para came, leche, o doble prop6sito?
Carne
6. Where do you sell your cattle and to whom?
6D6nde vende el ganado o los productos derivados del mismo? 6A quien?
Subasta ganadera, ganado en pie
7. Do the government's environmental policies, such as laws protecting the forest, affect
how you manage your cattle?
6Afectan las leyes ambientales, tales como a forestal y del ambiente, la forma en que
maneja su ganado?
Si porque hay restricciones sobre el cambio de uso de la tierra
8. Is environmental sustainability important to you?
6Es importante para usted la sostenibilidad ambiental? Por que?
Si porque afecta el ambiente de la finca, protejo las nacientes para que el ganado tenga
agua durante la epoca seca
9. The respondent omitted this question.
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Respondent C
1. In what town and province do you live?
LEn que ciudad/pueblo y provincia vive?
San Miguel de Puriscal, San Jose
2. How many hectares do you have?
LCuantas hectareas tiene?
120
3. How many cattle do you have?
LCuanto ganado tiene?
100 cabezas
4. How much land do you use for cattle pasture?
LCuantas hectareas de su finca utiliza para pasta? Por favor indique el area total de su
finca
70 pasto y 50 bosque
5. Are your cattle for the purpose of beef, dairy, or both?
LES su ganado para came, leche, o qoble prop6sito?
Cria y engorde (came)
6. Where do you sell your cattle and to whom?
LD6nde vende el ganado o los productos derivados del mismo? LA quien?
Subasta ganadera y Coopemontecillos
7. Do the government's environmental policies, such as laws protecting the forest, affect
how you manage your cattle?
LAfectan las leyes ambientales, tales como a forestal y del ambiente, la forma en que
maneja su ganado?
No

8. Is environmental sustainability important to you?
LES importante para usted la sostenibilidad ambiental? Por que?
Si porque mi finca esta en un terreno que no es piano
9. Do you use sustainable methods of farming?
LUsa metodos sostenibles en la ganaderia? Si es asi, provea un ejemplo.
Protejo las nacientes y uso los desechos para abonar el pasta.
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